Abstract-Second Life remains a virtual world that is not easily defined and understood. Whilst it no longer grabs the populist cultural headlines, as a platform, it has still to be fully understood in terms of its significance within a wider critical discourse of digital and new media art. Further to this the new languages of artistic practice that are being created that are particular to virtual and avatar-mediated worlds are still to be fully defined. This paper aims to outline the potential contribution and impact Second Life has had and aims to present a critical framework for the platform and future avatar-mediated virtual worlds through the work of key artists and writers in the field through an articulation of these languages and virtual aesthetics. The paper will further present an artist-led discourse on significant and groundbreaking Second Life art works such as Watch the World, the Presence Project, and more recently the immersive environments of SL artist Bryn Oh. In itself Second Life may stand the test of time as a continued interface to examine issues of the real and the virtual and may contribute to further theoretical and philosophical discussions of new technologies and artistic practice.
I. INTRODUCTION
Second Life was initially developed as a commercial venture, and yet was still one of the first virtual worlds to be studied by scholars and educators, and explored by artists and practitioners. Jones notes that, whilst Second Life could not be described as an immersive virtual world based on Heim's set of characteristics of virtual worlds (simulation, interaction, artificiality, immersion, telepresence, full-body immersion, and networked communications), it still sits 'squarely in the discourse of virtual reality because it provides a high level of interactivity and telepresence within a parallel world that allows for the construction of place and self' [1] .
Although there has been extensive research in VR and virtual worlds within the humanities and sciences, there has been less research undertaken concerning the use of virtual worlds for creative and artistic practice. A particular feature of Second Life is the accessibility of the platform for building and customising spaces. Using the Second Life building tools to create objects and manipulate terrain, along with the application of the Second Life programming language, it is possible to have a high level of control when creating a virtual environment. This has enabled a community of artists to take advantage of both the capability and online accessibility of the platform, and of the relatively low cost incurred when compared to that of developing a unique online virtual world from scratch. A question that can be asked is do new forms always bring new modes of practice, and new artistic and creative opportunities? In the context of New Media practice Lichty proposes that:
Exploration of new forms has been a modus operandi of the avant garde for over a century, and New Media is doubly implicated in this gesture of praxis. New Media implicitly signifies novelty by virtue of its name alone, but also through its definition that includes emergent (but primarily digital) artforms [2] .
There have been a range of articles published discussing virtual worlds and creative practice developed in Second Life from Sant (2008), Backe (2007), Bittarello (2008) , McCaw (2007) , Lichty (2008 Lichty ( , 2009 ), Morie (2010, each contributing research in the fields of performance, gaming, and the arts. More specifically a number of articles focus on the contextualisation of artistic practice (Doyle 2008 , Lichty 2012 , Drinkall 2012 . This paper outlines the discussions in the forthcoming book and artist-led study that sets out to articulate the new opportunities being created for artistic practices in virtual worlds 1 . It will broadly look at two time spans of artworks in virtual worlds, those of the early pioneers and work created between 2005 and 2008, and more recent works from 2009 to 2013. The paper will attempt to present emerging themes and developing conclusions for the contribution virtual worlds have made to creating new opportunities for artistic practices based on issues of identity and the avatar, on augmented practices, and on issues of appropriated and collaborative practice.
II. HISTORIES OF ART AND TECHNOLOGY
There has been a relationship between art and virtual space at least since the Renaissance, with the invention of linear perspective. There is an argument that, as soon as linear perspective was invented, painting became another kind of virtual space, and in fact, Lindstrand suggests that: 'before the invention of linear perspective, spatial experience was detached from imagery. Once the tools to depict three-dimensional space on a two dimensional surface were developed, architecture and the understanding of space leaped into a new era' [3] . For Lindstrand, the possibility for the viewer to imagine herself walking around inside a painting opened up a whole new chapter in art as well as causing a fundamental shift in the experience of space. More recently, in the field of Art and Technology, the relationship between art and virtual space appears implicit in its scope and engagement (Ettlinger 2009 , Grau 2003 , Lindstrand 2007 ). However, Or Ettlinger describes the 'fog of multiple meanings around the term the virtual' [4] , and he suggests that, in fact, contemporary and digital art has lost its interest in the art of illusion, and is only now marginally concerned with the pictorial. Experiments in art and virtual technologies spans a number of decades from the early 1990s, from early explorations in virtual environments (Davies 1995 (Davies , 1998 [1] suggesting that 'virtual reality is the contemporary and future articulation of the philosophical and psychological question of how we define (and create) reality', the issues, definitions and experience of reality find rich and challenging ground in virtual environments. Writing in 2001, Grosz [5] describes virtual realities as: 'computer-generated and [computer]-fed worlds that simulate key elements of "real space" or at least its dominant representations -for example, its dimensionality, its relations of resemblance and contiguity -acting as a partial homology for a "real space" within which it is located'.
The early use of virtual environments for artistic practice were explored in a series of projects undertaken at the Banff Centre, Canada, in the early 1990s and subsequently documented in Immersed in Technology: Art and Virtual Environments (Moser 1996). In the preface to that book, Douglas Macleod, the Project Director, likens this 'moment of virtual reality' to a similar moment in time when Vertov's Man with the Movie Camera was released in 1929, cataloguing the potential of the film medium [6] . Of particular note were works such as Brenda Laurel [7] says that 'within this spatiality, there is no split between the observer and the observed'. She argues that this is not tied to a Cartesian paradigm, but rather allows 'another way of sensing to come forward, one in which the body feels the space very much like that of a body immersed in the sea' [7] . In this private virtual space, by: 'leaving the space of one's usual sensibilities, one enters into communication with a space that is psychically innovating … For we do not change place, we change our nature' [8] .
III. EARLY ART PRACTICES IN VIRTUAL WORLDS (2005-2008)
Through this history of artists exploring new spaces and new technological forms as referenced in the work of artists such as Char Davies, Paul Sermon, Andrea Zapp, Toni Dove, and Luc Courchesne, this exploration has continued through sections of the artistic community that have seen the opportunity of utilising virtual worlds as a new form, or a new potential artistic space. Established real-world artists have explored virtual worlds as environments for practice. A number of artists and designers have continued to specifically work with Second Life to explore the potential and limitations of the platform, and a handful of established real world artists have seen their own concerns reflected in the Second Life space itself.
In Art and the Avatar: The Kritical Works in SL Project (Doyle 2008 ) I concluded that there were at least two approaches that could be considered when exploring Second Life for creative practice, beyond the potential of using Second Life as a presentation space that echoes real life gallery spaces [9] . Firstly, that Second Life was already being explored as a space for performance as the avatar could easily assume the role of the actor/performer; and secondly, that the implications for the audience as avatar were that they could become a central element in the artworks created in the space, placing the audience themselves in the position of performer. Writing at the same time, Lichty (2008) also comments on the avatar and the performative aspects of the space, although he also focuses on the potential for social practice and engagement. The Second Life space is intrinsically a performative space for both the artist and for the audience in what becomes a shared 'performative play space' [10] .
Of the work of artists during this initial analysis (and in particular those working on the Second Life platform) there were two broad groups of artists who were identified; those Walking, flying and jumping through the space, avatars create a unique audiovisual composition, different every time. Colours and sounds combine to create a spatially immersive musical and visual experience. It blends the different meanings of "play". By playing in the space, visitors are actually playing the space like an audiovisual instrument, creating endless variations of sound and vision [11] .
Babelswarm (2008) was a group project created out of the first Australia Council Artist in Residence Award for Second Life, that brought Nash together with Christopher Dodds and Justin Clemens, to produce what was a mixed reality, real-time, interactive, audiovisual artwork [12] . The installation, based on the story of the Tower of Babel, captures visitors' chat text which is fed into the 'metababeller' [13] , which spills out words from the Second Life sky 'in strings of audiovisual letterforms' after which the words shatter on descent [13] . In Fig. 1 , the separated letters can be seen as they 'swarm in random directions seeking out other letters in order to reconstruct the word they were born in' [13] . The artwork occupied the whole Sim that it was built on and created an interesting conceptual and abstract landscape in which to wander through or fly in. Artist DC Spensley, known as DanCoyote Antonelli in Second Life, maintains an Island Sim for his hyperformalist work, and extends his artistic practice into performance events. In 2008, the second only presentation of ZeroG Skydancers III (2008) took place in which a group piece was performed live to a small virtual audience at a cost of $3,000L per seat. The avatar performers can be seen in Fig.  2 , wearing blue feather like outfits that appear six times the size of the avatar performers themselves. [15] . Taking its inspiration and fundamental concept from the imaginary picture space of Van Gogh's work Starry Night (1889), Dingo explains that it was shot 'on location' in Second Life and then post-produced; 'the Sim in this work was on temporary loan so it's all been swept away now, leaving only the film behind. It was always intended however that the video would be the end product, not the build' [16] . Fig.  3 shows a screenshot of the final recreated picture space from the build itself. IV. ARTWORKS -2009 ARTWORKS - -2013 Writing in 2011 artist and writer Patrick Lichty posed the question 'what happens to embodied art when the body is removed?' and proposed three aspects that contribute to the significance of virtual worlds for virtual performance art, that of Affect, Desire, and Mirroring [17] . The discovery of mirror neurons in the 1990s may explain the efficacy of virtual world experiences and most particularly those mediated through avatar presence. A significant work that was developed during 2009 is Becoming Dragon by Micha Cardenas in which she writes that the project 'is a mixed-reality performance that questions the one-year requirement of "Real Life Experience" that transgender people must fulfill in order to receive Gender Confirmation Surgery' [18] . For the performance Cardenas 'lived' for 365 hours immersed in Second Life via a head mounted display and 'only seeing the physical world through a video-feed […] during the year of research and development of this project I began my real life hormone replacement therapy' [18] . Cardenas notes that both virtual worlds and biotechnology are each technologies of transformation and 'offer the promise of becoming something else, of having a new body and a new life' [18] . This mixing of realities and ultimately mixing of genders in her performance piece focuses on the process of becoming and she concludes that 'the epistemological topology of becoming is shaped by the radical unknowability of the future' [18] . The continued exploration of identity and gender through the avatar can be seen in the project series The Adventures of Nar Duell, developed by Canadian artist Lynne Heller. Heller suggests the relationship between herself and her avatar is akin to that of a mother/daughter relationship, and explores issues of appropriation and the avatar as found object. In this project Charlotte Gould and Paul Sermon explores the concepts of presence and performance in Second Life and 'first life' and attempt to 'bridge these two spaces through mixed reality techniques and interfaces' [19] . The continued augmentation of the Second Life space that is explored through blended reality performance by Joff Chafer in projects such as Extract Insert (2012) in collaboration with performance artist Stelarc. The installation is an exploration of identity, space and reality, where a physical audience can engage and interact with a virtual audience. Visitors in the art gallery setting and the avatars in the Second Life space can be 'extracted' and 'inserted' into each other's alternative realities. The project was installed for a month at the Herbert Art Gallery in the UK and received over 6000 visitors in the gallery space and online. Two further projects are linked through the use of collaborative creative processes and the issue of produsage (a term or portmanteau created by Axel Bruns in 2008) [20] ; the Meta_Body project (2011-ongoing) developed by Catarina de Sousa and the Moving Islands project (2013-ongoing) curated by SL artist Eupalinos Ugajin. The final project under discussion in this paper is that of virtual artist Bryn Oh, Imogen and the Pigeons (2013), an immersive interactive environment built on the Immersiva Sim. The multi-layered story is told through a series of poems. Writing about the closing stages of the project (that is now deleted -although documented through machinimato make way for her new project) SL artist Bryn Oh notes that:
The story for Imogen is intended to be slightly vague as to allow the viewer to interpret the narrative with more freedom. I feel that it may be more engaging for the viewer if they are not told a definitive story which can make the viewer passive, but rather to live and interact within a story which requires them to activate their imagination [21] .
V. CONCLUSIONS
With Peter Greenaway collaborating with a number of Second Life artists (including Bryn Oh) to create a series of interactive works for an exhibition on the Golden Age of the Russian Avant-Garde in April 2014 and a continued and varied range of projects in development in Second Life, this points towards a continued engagement in the opportunities the platform offers in terms of artistic practices. A number of the artists discussed above -Charlotte Gould and Paul Sermon, Adam Nash, Joff Chafer, Lynne Heller, Catarina de Sousa, and DC Spensley -will each contribute a chapter to the forthcoming book, New Opportunities for Artistic Practice in Virtual Worlds to be published in 2015. Through bringing these new set of practices and projects together with a range of theorists and writers to consider the contribution virtual world platforms are making to artistic practice from a range of perspectives (including identity theory and theories of embodiment) it may be that new approaches will be articulated. Moreover there is still much to consider and not least to 'practice' in virtual worlds (the very nature of heuristic research itself) to uncover the nature of virtual world space and to articulate the new practices that are continuing to develop and challenge the rich field of Art and Technology.
